
Visit the place Dizzy called 
home.  Explore the roots of the 
founder of modern jazz, also 
known as “bebop”, the most 
American of all music forms.



and he was also known to perform at the Cheraw Town Hall, 
which at that time was known as the Opera House.  Dizzy also 
hung out at the local ice house, and once he became famous, he 
would return to the bar at Pee Dee Ice & Fuel when he made 
visits home.  The ice house still operates on Chestnut Street 
near Old St. David’s Church.

Dizzy loved Hollywood movies, especially the cliffhangers 
shown at Cheraw’s movie house, The Lyric Theatre. As a 
young boy, he became an expert at sneaking in without paying, 
and once Dizzy was discovered, in exchange for free movies, 
the manager gave him a job as a bouncer, keeping other 
youngsters from pulling the same trick.  The theatre, built in 
1920, included a “colored entrance” to the right of the main 
entrance, and African Americans were required to sit in the 
theatre’s balcony. Now renovated for live performances, The 
Theatre on the Green is located downtown on Market Street.

When Dizzy was almost 10 years old, his father died 
unexpectedly from asthma.  While the family had a 
comfortable lifestyle for an African American family in 
the rural south, upon the death of Mr. Gillespie, the family 
struggled financially.  Mrs. Gillespie became a maid and 
laundress, and the children also worked odd jobs to help 
the family’s situation.  The family remained in Cheraw for 
approximately six years after Mr. Gillespie’s death.  In 1935, 
Mrs. Gillespie moved the family to Philadelphia to be near 
her sister.

Becoming a Jazz Icon
After graduating from Robert Smalls School in 1933, 
Dizzy continued his education through a scholarship at The 
Laurinburg Institute in North Carolina.  Upon graduation, 
Dizzy joined his family, and he almost immediately got a 
job with a band.  As a result of his onstage behavior, he soon 
acquired his famous nickname.
    (continued on outside flap)

Cheraw’s Most Famous Son
Legendary jazz musician John Birks 
Gillespie, was born in Cheraw on 
October 21, 1917 at his family’s 
modest home in the 300 block of 
Huger Street. Known to the world 
as “Dizzy”, the ninth and youngest 
child of James and Lottie Gillespie 
easily became the most recognizable 
face in jazz with his great ballooning 
cheeks and trademark bent trumpet.

Dizzy’s Early Days
The Gillespie family attended Wesley Methodist Episcopal 
Church on Greene Street, and Dizzy recalled that since his 
family lived only a block away, he would cut through one 
backyard and enter at the church’s back door.  Until Dizzy 
left Cheraw in 1933 at the age of 16, he would wait each 
Sunday morning for the arrival of one of the church’s elderly 
parishioners, assisting her in walking up the church steps. 
Dizzy’s father was a band leader and a brick mason, and it 
is believed Mr. Gillespie used his brick laying skills in the 
construction of Wesley.  In addition to his attendance at his 
family’s home church, Dizzy was an almost obsessive visitor 
at the small, wooden Sanctified Church, eight doors down 
from his Huger Street home.  Most likely, the young Dizzy 
was intrigued by the church’s band that included a piano, 
drums, and trumpets.

Before the days of integration, Robert Smalls School on 
Front Street provided a public education for Cheraw’s African 
American students through the ninth grade.  Although the 
original building was later replaced, it was at Robert Smalls 
School that Dizzy began playing in a band and first publicly 
performed in one of beloved teacher Alice Wilson’s minstrel 
shows.  In the spring of 1929, a school band was formed, and 
with Dizzy as its youngest member, he was left with a slide 
trombone.  Dizzy eventually got his trumpet, the school band 
grew in popularity, and they performed at parties and dances 
in Cheraw and in neighboring towns in North and South 
Carolina.

Growing up in Cheraw, Dizzy was known for his wonderful 
sense of rhythm, and as a youth, he was the only African 
American allowed at Cheraw’s Chiquora Club.  The club’s 
upstairs ballroom was housed in a Second Street building 
that remains behind the Cheraw Town Hall, and it was here 
that Dizzy would dance for money during their club dances.  
Dizzy’s first paid gig was at Cheraw’s all-white high school, 

Dizzy Gillespie

1 - Site of Gillespie Homeplace 
2 - Wesley United Methodist Church
3 - Sanctified Church
4 - Robert Smalls School
5 - Chiquora Club
6 - Town Hall 
7 - Pee Dee Ice & Fuel
8 - The Lyric Theatre, now the Theatre on the Green
9 - Town Green
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